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Saturday,  April  23,  I93S 
(FOR  BROADCAST  USE  ONLY) 


Subject:  "POINTERS  ON  POTATO  PURCHASING. "  Information  from  the  Office  of  Exper- 
iment Stations,  United  States  Department  of  Agriculture. 
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Listeners,  have  you  ever  wondered  if  you  were  getting  your  money's  worth 
when  you  buy  potatoes?    Have  you  ever  considered  whether  you  were  getting  the 
best  value  in  potatoes  for  the  price?     If  you  have,  you'll  be  interested  in  what 
the  Vermont  and  Maine  Experiment  Stations  have  recently  learned  in  studies  of 
potato  buying  for  the  household. 


Margaret  Liston  of  the  Ver 
American  housewives  buy  potatoes. 
Burlington,  Vermont,  visited  stor 
storekeepers.  She  chose  Burlingt 
because  it  has  about  25  thousand 
and  is  an  industrial,  commercial, 
to  came  from  homes  of  different  " 
Some  came  from  well-to-do  homes, 
average  income,  and  some  had  husb 


mont  Station  wanted  to  know  how  experienced 

So  she  interviewed  115  women  in  the  city  of 
es  and  watched  women  buy,  and  also  talked  to  30 
on  as  a  city  that  would  give  a  typical  picture 
inhabitants,  most  of  them  native-born  whites, 
and  educational  center.     The  women  she  talked 
income  levels,"  as  the  economists  would  say. 
some  from  professional  and  business  families  of 
ands  who  were  wage-earners  of  fairly  low  income. 


Most  of  these  Vermont  housewives  did  their  own  marketing.  Seventy-six 
of  them  did  all  their  own  cooking,  too.     The  others  either  had  paid  help  or  mem- 
bers of  the  family  who  did  most  of  the  cooking.     Only  17  of  them  had  had  any 
training  in  food  buying  but  most  of  them  had  had  plenty  of  experience.  The 
majority  had  been  buying  for  their  families  for  as  much  as  26  years  and  one  had 
been  at  it  for  55  years.    You  can  imagine  that  during  that  time  they  all  had 
bought  a  good  many  potatoes  and  might  be  expected  to  have  some  definite  ideas 
about  making  a  good  buy. 

But  when  Miss  Liston  inquired  of  one  housewife  after  another  what  special 
qualities  she  asked  for  in  buying  potatoes,  a  fourth  of  them  had  nothing  to  sug- 
gest.   A  number  said  they  usually  ordered  potatoes  by  the  variety,  most  of  them 
mentioning  a  familiar  New  England  variety  —  Green  Mountain.    About  a  fifth  of  the 
group  said  they  wanted  potatoes  that  were  "white  and  mealy"  when  cooked.  Some 
also  said  they  liked  potatoes  of  medium  size  with  smooth  skins.    A  few  mentioned 
potatoes  that  had  "little  waste"  or  "shallow  eyes."     Some  said  potatoes  should  be 
"certified"  or  "raised  from  certified  seed."     In  the  course  of  the  conversation, 
Miss  Liston  noted  occasional  phrases  like  "good  flavor,"  "clean,"  "healthy  and 
undamaged,"  "grown  on  sandy  soil"  or  "keep  well*"    But  oddly  enough,  scarcely 
one  of  these  women  brought  up  such  defects  as  rot,  cuts,  cracks,  hollow  heart, 
dark  streaks,   scabbiness,   sunburn,  freezing  or  shriveling  injury,  or  sprouts. 


Though  about  a  fourth  of  these  housewives  said  they  asked  for  a  certain 
variety  in  buying  potatoes,  more  than  half  of  them  said  they  would  not  know 
whether,  when  the  potatoes  were  delivered,  they  were  all  of  the  same  variety. 
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As  for  "buying  by  size,  only  half*  of  them  considered  that  important.  Those 
who  did  specify  size  said  they  preferred  medium  size,  though  those  with  smaller 
incomes  usually  wanted  the  larger  potatoes.    A  number  of  them  complained  about 
dirty  and  discolored  potatoes,  a  few  remembered  trouble  with  growth  cracks  and 
hollow  heart,  and  one  or  two  spoke  of  skin  disease,   soft  rot  and  decay.  But 
sprouts,   second  growth,  shriveling  and  freezing  injury  and  sunburn  were  scarcely 
noted.     The  housewives  on  low  incomes  seemed  to  get  more  poor  potatoes  than  the 
others.     Several  said  they  often  bought  from  peddlers  at  the  door  because  the 
samples  looked  good  only  to  find  that  the  deliveries  were  much  poorer  than  the 
samples.    By  the  way,  most  of  these  women  bought  their  potatoes  direct  from 
farmers,  a  few  from  wholesalers  and  peddlers,  and  the  rest  from  city  grocery 
stores.    About  a  half  said  they  made  personal  selections.     But  only  a  few  had 
thought  of  choosing  potatoes  for  a  special  purpose  —  asking  for  those  that  would 
"bake  well,  for  example. 

When  Miss  Liston  asked  the  storekeepers  how  housewives  bought  potatoes 
they  said  that  large  or  medium-sized  potatoes  were  most  in  demand  and  that  women 
often  asked  for  a  certain  variety  or  for  potatoes  grown  in  Vermont.     Miss  Liston 
also  spent  considerable  time  in  the  stores  watching  the  buyers.    And  she  saw  only 
1  customer  in  12  examining  potatoes  before  she  bought,  but  6  customers  in  12 
inquired  about  price. 

She  concludes:     "Housewives  are  apt  to  buy  'potatoes  without  either  looking 
them  over  or  asking  for  specific  qualities.     They  tend  to  choose  reliable  mer- 
chants or  producers  and  depend  on  them.     Certainly  the  higher  grades  are  not 
al\7ays  sought." 

There,   listeners,  is  a  glimpse  from  Vermont  of  the  way  experienced  Ameri- 
can housewives  buy  potatoes. 

At  the  Maine  Station  Mrs.  Sweetman  has  also  been  studying  potatoes  from 
the  consumer's  viewpoint  and  has  some  suggestions  to  aid  housewives  in  buying 
potatoes.     She  believes  that  consumers  want  potatoes  that  require  little  waste 
in  preparation,  and  that  taste  and  look  delicious  when  cooked. 

She  says  that  as  far  as  paring  waste  is  concerned,  the  economical  buy  is 
a  potato  that  is  large,  has  few  and  shallow  eyes,  regular  shape,  few  defects  like 
cuts,  bruises  and  disease.     She    also  suggests  that  an  ordinary  slitted  hand 
vegetable  parer  gives  the  least  waste  but  that  even  better  is  cooking  first  and 
removing  the  skin  afterward. 

Mrs.  Sweetman  advises  examining  potatoes  before  buying  and  if  possible 
buying  by  grade.     U.   S.  potato  grades  take  size,  defects  and  dirt  into  consider- 
ation.    The  top  grade  is  U.   S.  Fancy,  high-priced  and  not  available  in  many  mar- 
kets.   U.  S.  No.  1  is  planned  to  fit  the  needs  of  the  average  consumer  but  takes 
in  the  bulk  of  potatoes  on  the  market  so  most  housewives  still  need  to  give  the 
potatoes  a  personal  inspection.     The  third  grade  is  U.   S.  No.  2  and  may  be  worth 
buying  at  a  time  of  high  potato  prices  if  the  price  of  this  lower  grade  is 
considerably  below  U.  S.  No.  1, 

As  for  choosing  potatoes  of  good  cooking  quality,   that  is  still  a  problem. 
By  looking  at  a  potato,  you  can  rarely  tell  whether  it  will  be  white  and  mealy 
when  cooked.     So  if  you  are  buying  in  quantity,  better  take  home  a  few  samples 
first  and  see  ho w  they  are  after  cooking. 
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